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Article 3

Martin Luther-Cause or Cure
of the Problem of Authority?
Egil GrisHs
Professor of Religion,
University of Manitoba, Winnipeg

In the confused and uncertain latter part of the twentieth
century the loss of a sense of authority echoes from one writer
to another and reverberates throughout the reflections of all
thinking theologians. We read:
If future church historians choose to describe the last half of this
century as a ‘crisis’, they might well choose to say there was a crisis

of authority.^

Today we

live in

a world

in

which there

is

no generally accepted

authority.^

What gives this question of authority its intensity is the suspicion
much of what passes for authority in religion today is but the
echo of our own human voices.^
that

A

crisis in

and the

authority exists.

It is felt

at

home, the school, the

city,

nation.'^

The question

of authority

temporary world.

It is

is

of universal

human concern

in the con-

very centrally a concern in religion.^

Without further continuing to record additional examples,
we note that it would be a sign of ignorance to assume that the
problem of authority is novel. At the same time there is not
much doubt that our pain is particularly acute. Peter Berger
sums up the situation with his usual incisiveness:
In pre-modern situations there

is

a world of religious certainty, oc-

casionally ruptured by heretical deviations.

By

contrast, the

modern

a world of religious uncertainty, staved off by more or
less precarious constructions of religious affirmation.^
situation

is

Yet while “pluralization is today a worldwide phenomenon”,^ it does not follow that it has been universally acknowledged. Berger claims:
The orthodox mind is the one that has not yet perceived the characmodern situation (or perhaps it would be more accurate

ter of the
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orthodox mind is not, in actual fact, within that
The neo-orthodox mind, by an act of will, denies the

to say that the

situation).

modern

situation at least to the extent of denying the import of

its

cognitive challenges. Put differently, for the orthodox nothing has

happened

yet; the

neo-orthodox acts as

if

nothing had happened.®

In the meantime, it has been aptly noted: “Almost everyone sets himself up as an expert in the areas in which he is
actively engaged. Authority and discipline are topics on which
everyone becomes an oracle....”^ Without immediately adding
to the plethora of oracles, we shall nevertheless want to note
that the question of authority is a particularly neuralgic theme
for Lutherans, as it points to the birth-pangs of the movement
which bears the name of Martin Luther. Luther, as Lutheran
readers in particular should be reminded, was one of the great
revolutionaries in modern history. Although it can be debated
just how much Luther was the cause or the effect of the late
medieval disintegration of the one and holy Roman Catholic
Church, the fact of Luther’s frontline instrumentality remains
Luther succeeded in legitimatizing his opposition to
clear.
authority,
and thereby he in effect established the movepapal
ment which became the Lutheran Church, and now, inevitably,
exercises its own understanding of authority.
Consequently, in regard to facing authority, it is literally impossible to follow in the footsteps of Martin Luther. While life
with father may always have some problems, being a progeny
of a revolutionary of Luther’s magnitude brings with it many
rather special problems. These emerge as soon as we attempt
to gain some self-understanding. Traditionally Lutherans have
often resorted to a posture of opposition and contrast: while
Rome teaches this, we, Lutherans, against Rome, assert the
following.
In an age of ecumenicity a negative definition of
mission is no longer adequate.
Even the accustomed immediate appeal to the Bible may
cause some difficulties when pointing to the Bible as a solution.
After all, today the solution itself has become a problem, due
to the complexity of modern biblical scholarship. Whether we
like it or not, the floods of modernity have torn our once secure
understanding of authority from its traditional moorings.
The most tempting response to such a situation is to abandon all quest for authority. In regard to religion, this is indeed
the position assumed by modern secularity. To believers such
.

..
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an option is not viable. Hence we face the dilemma once formulated by St. Augustine: “So long as we cannot understand
pure truth, it is indeed wretched to be deceived by authority.
But surely it is more wretched to be unmoved by authority.”
I

The first constructive step toward the solution of the problem of authority is to make an assessment of Luther’s historic
accomplishments. We shall do so by observing that Luther’s
reforming goal was to subject the Church to the authority of
the Holy Bible. The attempt to realize it led to a radical breakup of the unity of the Church, since Luther’s envisioned shape
of Christendom was not compatible with Roman Catholicism
of the sixteenth century.

In fact, the split that Luther’s re-

forming activities occasioned was so deep, that all the serious
ecumenical activities of the twentieth century have not succeeded in restoring unity between Catholics and Lutherans.
Of course, there have been positive accomplishments in mutual acceptance and thoughtful dialogue. There is also some
convergence between the teachings of the two churches, which
is certainly encouraging. It is preferable to be known as “sepsisters rather than as heretics and the
arated brethren”
enemies of truth! Nevertheless, it is a fact that Catholics and
Lutherans are still far apart and will remain so for some time.
Is there ever going to be an actual reunion? At the moment the
Lutheran timetable for an organic union will necessarily have
to be rather uncertain, e.g., at least until it will be possible by
a popular vote to elect a married woman pastor to the papal
office.

As we noted, the cause of the separation was Martin
Luther’s historical affirmation of the sola Scriptura. Having
glanced over his early reforming activities, Luther stated in
1521
:

This

is

my

answer to those also who accuse

me

of rejecting

all

the

holy teachers of the church. I do not reject them. But everyone,
indeed, knows that at times they have erred, as men will; therefore
1 am ready to trust them only when they give me evidence for their
opinions from Scripture, which has never erred. This St. Paul bids
me to do in I Thess. 5:21, where he says, “Test everything; hold

fast

what

is

good.”^^

This positive insight had at least two negative consequences;
in a somewhat typically German manner of a two-front war
Luther criticized both Rome and the Anabaptists:
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I

have had

their

own

and

this year

those fanatics

who

spirit.

It

attacked the pope,

am

still

having, a sharp enough fight with

subject the Scriptures to the interpretation of
is

in

on this account also that I have hitherto
whose kingdom nothing is more commonly

more generally accepted than the idea that the Scriptures
them
must be sought from the Apostolic See of Rome. Nothing more
stated or

are obscure and ambiguous, so that the spirit to interpret

it has led ungodly men to
above the Scriptures and to fabricate whatever they
pleased, until the Scriptures have been completely trampled down
and we have been believing and teaching nothing but the dreams

pernicious could be said than this, for

set themselves

of

madmen.

Gerhard O. Forde comments on

this text: “In Luther’s view,

its basic intent and content is obscure
ambiguous to the extent that an authoritative teaching office
must be placed above it to clarify it would itself be evidence

to say that Scripture in

or

that one has not been grasped by its content, or at least not
thought through the implications of being grasped.”
The principle of Luther’s approach was clear enough: he

sought to avoid the subordination^^ of Scripture to either tradition or a present interpretative authority of the pope in
Rome, or merely individual subjectivity. The actual practice
was of course far more complex. As David W. Lotz has noted,
Luther “never offered a comprehensive, systematic formulation
Nevertheless, Luther
of the concept of biblical authority.”
proceeded with an inner certainty that he had reached the correct understanding of the Bible! In such practice Luther was
consistent. His particular attention was directed to the Gospel
as a message of justification by grace through faith, and thereby
to Jesus Christ who is the very centre of Scripture as well as
While Luther took the entire Scriptures very
of our faith.
seriously, at times even literally, his main attention was always
directed to the living Lord, disclosed through the Scriptures as
our ultimate authority.
In comparing Luther to his predecessors, we can say that
almost all of his insights had been affirmed before. Luther was
not even the first one to translate the Bible into German.
Moreover, since the process of translation is a cumulatively
successful one in which later translators can profit from the
work of earlier ones, Luther’s accomplishment may be praised,
and praised highly,^^ but ought not to be heralded as novel.
That for his translation of the New Testament Luther used
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the Greek original made available by Desiderius Erasmus of
Rotterdam further indicates the degree to which Luther was

an active participant in the scholarly activities that were already occurring in the Catholic Church before the Reformation. Even the very thoroughness of Luther’s reliance on the
Bible was not unique. Despite some of Luther’s own outrageously onesided statements that the Bible^l had not been
valued and was not in use, both scholastic theology and pop-

Roman

Catholic Christianity was
but not least, it cannot be legitimately claimed that Luther would have introduced a totally
fresh reading of the Bible, unknown since the days of the Apostle Paul or even Saint Augustine. Modern scholarship has explored Luther’s medieval roots rather thoroughly and in many
ways has succeeded in witnessing to the continuity rather than
a sharp difference between traditional Catholicism and Martin
Luther. 23
Nevertheless, when the impressive continuity is observed,
some differences also need to be acknowledged: Luther intended to deliver the Bible out of the hands of the papacy
into the hands of every Christian. This meant that accordingly there would be no higher authority than the Bible itself:
neither pope, nor council, nor tradition, but the biblical text
itself would determine the correct interpretation!
From Luther’s understanding of the sola Scriptura there
soon enough grew other serious differences as well.
Most
notable among them were Luther’s specific formulation of
justification, 24 Luther’s opposition to the seven sacraments,
his critique of purgatory, the saints, the doctrine of the church
and papacy, and church-state relations. Within the account of
these and other issues, however, it was Luther’s emerging view
of authority as directed against the pope and ecclesial tradition
which unified his piecemeal criticisms into a positive affirmation and hence led to a new understanding of Christianity.
Undeniably, as Luther sorted out the issues, he seldom
minced his words. To modern ears, unaccustomed to churchly
debates of the sixteenth century, they do sound outrageously
rude. And such they indeed are. Attempts to defend Luther’s
abusive language, once a preoccupation among Lutherans, have
died down. 23 After all, what do we say in an ecumenical age,
for example, about Luther’s apparently sincere prayer:
“O
ular writings indicate that

biblical to the core. 22 Last
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my

Lord, look down; let the day of your judgment
break down and destroy this nest of devils at Rome. ”26 Yet the
problem is not altogether onesided. It seems that some Roman
Catholics continue to consider Luther’s outbursts against the
without at the same time lamenting that,
papacy as offensive
if apprehended by his papal opponents, Martin Luther would
have been cruelly put to death, i.e., burned at the stake as a
Christ,

—

heretic|27

In any case, when considering the problem of authority we
must not overlook that at stake was, literally, Luther’s own
life and therefore also the life of the as yet unborn Lutheran
Church. Hence for Lutherans it may well be rather difficult
to abstract the more theoretical problem of authority from the

actual historical situation in the sixteenth century. It may
very well be that our Catholic friends can be far more objective. Lutheran readers of the ancient account will not be able
to overlook the existential moment: in Luther’s victory the
Roman Catholic Church lost its monopoly, but not its life; in
Luther’s defeat, should it have occurred, he and his spiritual
progeny would have disappeared into oblivion. Even if one cannot fully imagine one’s own death, it is possible to feel a certain
sense of anxiety about it! Hence if we do not feel a measure
of apprehension when discussing the origins of Lutheranism,
we either have failed to understand the degree of ultimate risk
which Luther undertook, or are displaying our unconcern for
Lutheran identity or both.
It was the indulgence controversy which ignited the historic explosion. Whatever one may wish to say about Tetzel
as a communicator of financial need, he was not proceeding
arbitrarily. Albert of Brandenburg who desired to become the
archbishop of Mainz had a negotiated plan. He would borrow
ten thousand ducats from the Fugger banking house in Augsburg in order to secure his appointment. “Then,” as Roland
H. Bainton notes, “the pope, to enable Albert to reimburse
himself, granted the privilege of dispensing an indulgence in
his territories for the period of eight years. One half of the

—

return, in addition to the ten thousand ducats already paid,
should go to the pope for the building of the new St. Peter’s;
the other half should go to reimburse the Fuggers.”28 Tetzel’s
work was a financial success. His message was aptly summed
up in a readily recalled jingle:

Martin Luther
As soon

The
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as the coin in the coffer rings,

soul from purgatory springs.

Whether this was outstanding poetry or not, the fact remains, as Heiko A. Oberman insists, that Tetzel faithfully repeated official church doctrine as stated in the instructions
for dispensing indulgences, prepared by his archbishop, who in
turn relied on the bull by Pope Leo
Hence Luther’s “thunderclap of 31 October 1517”
was
not merely a denouncement of Tetzel’s claims, but a critique
of papal authority as well. While it may not be exactly certain
just which dimensions of the papal authority are questioned
and which rejected, the incendiary character of the Ninety-five
Theses is certain. For example:
The pope

neither desires nor

cept those imposed by his

own

is

able to remit any penalties ex-

authority or that of the canons.

Those who believe that they can be certain of their salvation
because they have indulgence letters will be eternally damned,
together with their teachers.
Christians are to be taught that he who sees a needy man and
passes him by, yet gives his money for indulgences, does not buy
papal indulgences but God’s wrath.
It is vain to trust in salvation by indulgence letters, even though
the indulgence commissary, or even the pope, were to offer his
soul for security.^^

With such statements, was Luther

criticizing the

person of

the pope and his particular decisions, or was the critique extended to the office of the papacy as well? Particular actions of
certain popes had been criticized throughout the middle ages.

Even when more extreme conciliarists sought to subordinate
pope to council, they did not necessarily intend to abolish the
papacy. Just what was Luther’s initial position?
Without seeking to discover Luther’s precise stand, the
church almost immediately attempted to silence Luther. Offers were made to Luther’s prince Frederick the Wise to grant
him the distinguished decoration known as the Golden Rose
of Virtue, as well as to provide two additional indulgences for
the castle church. Had the plan succeeded, notes Heiko A.
Oberman, within a year Luther would have found himself in a

Roman

prison.

Luther’s emerging understanding of authority was clarified
in an interview with Cardinal Cajetan (Thomas de Vio, 1469Now Cajetan was an immensely learned cardinal, a
1534).
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which Lutherans have sometimes been inclined to overlook.
His specialty was the philosophical theology of St. Thomas
Aquinas and his immediate calling the field of papal diplomacy. Cultured and wise, older than Luther, he need not be
criticized for having failed to see Luther’s potential stature and
fact

success. Cajetan recognized quickly wherein Luther

had erred.

This emerges even from Luther’s account in the Proceedings
Augsburg^ 1518. Luther recalls the events as follows:
Then,

in contradiction to

what

I

had

authority of the pope, stating that
Scripture, and the entire church.

me

it

at

began to extol the
was above church councils,

said, he

With the purpose

of persuading

to accept this point of view, he called attention to the rejection

and dissolution of the council of Basel and was of the opinion that
the Gersonists as well as Gerson should be condemned. Since this

was something new to me,

I

denied that the pope wcls superior to

the council and Scripture

more precisely: “For the pope is not above, but under the word of
God, according to Gal l[:8].”^^ Later, in reflecting on what
In subsequent negotiations, Luther stated even

had been

Luther even expanded: “There are also those
in public that the pope cannot err and
is above Scripture. If these monstrous claims were admitted.
Scripture would perish and consequently the church also, and
nothing would remain in the church but the word of man.”^^
Luther’s observation that Cajetan was not competent in handling this case was radicalized by the rude comparison to a
donkey playing the harp, which in turn was further radicalized
by the cartoonist who drew the pope as a donkey playing the
harp."^^ Packaged in anger and ridicule, the subordination of
papal authority to the Scripture could not be expected to represent Luther’s final position. Cajetan did not press for that;
irritated, he dismissed Luther from his presence. Luther reported: “Meanwhile he insisted that I retract, threatening me
with the punishments which had been recommended to him,
and said that if I did not retract I should leave him and stay
out of his sight. ”"^2
The disagreement was no mere conflict of personalities or
a quarrel over a minor point. Each of the participants in the
interview possessed a totally different understanding of the relationship between the Bible and the Church. According to
Cardinal Cajetan, the Church was prior to the Bible. In this.

who

said,

brazenly state

Marlin Luther
Cajetan appears to have anticipated the insights of many contemporary Bible scholars. Illustrative may be the precise summary by James Barr:
The

Bible, then,

is

the product of tradition, editing, revision of the

part of the community.

But

this

means that the argument tradinamely that the Bible derived

tionally considered to be ‘Catholic’,

from the church, is in many ways generally valid as against the poesteemed as ‘Protestant’, which was reluctant to see the Bible
as deriving from the church and which therefore sought to give the

sition

scripture priority over the church in the order of revelation.

At the same time, Luther may nevertheless have had a
valid point.
in

Was

there not

some far-reaching evidence, that
Roman Catholic Church had

the early sixteenth century the

problems in reforming itself?^"^ There were noted scholars like
Desiderius Erasmus and saints like Thomas More, and many
notable efforts at reform can be documented, but by and large
truly creative efforts were absent. In fact it must be stated
as a matter of serious regret that among Luther’s immediate
opponents there was not even one theologian of a major and
prophetic stature. There was sincerity, diligence, voluminous
but not brilliance and no popular bestsellers.
productivity

—

When

the indulgence affair erupted, the best that

Rome

could

were Sylvester Prierias’ claims that the church cannot
err, can do what it does, and consequently any criticism is an
act of heresy.^^ That was not a good enough response to solve
the problem. Hence Luther’s argument that the Bible is prior
to the Church, namely that it is through the proclamation of
the Gospel that the Church is born, was an accurate portrait
of the situation in his own day. While in error in regard to
the mode of Christian origins, Luther was correct in describing the manner in which the Protestant Reformation came into
being! It is therefore not surprising that Lutherans have traditionally affirmed precisely such a sequence of events, in which
the proclamation of the Gospel is the cause of the emerging
Gerhard O. Forde has spoken well for the Lutheran
Church.
tradition: “The Church is established by the gospel and not
offer

vice versa.’’'

The
Hence

between two-limitedly
between right and wrong.

fiercest battles are often fought

right perspectives, rather than only
it is

not surprising that the accurate Catholic vision as
Church now clashed with Luther’s

to the origins of the Early
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own

which the Bible
was a successful means to reform the Church, to reconstitute
it, and to instill it with authentic life."^®
What had been an initial skirmish, already indicative of the
seriousness of the situation, soon erupted into a major battle
during the debate with Johann Eck at Leipzig in 1519. Without a doubt, Eck succeeded in having “driven a wedge between
More precisely, Eck won the tradiLuther and the church.
at least
tional arguments, while Luther happened to be right
from the point of view of Lutheranism. Eck challenged Luther
to reflect on the role of the tradition in general and church
councils with papacy in particular. In other words, when discussing the church, Eck made it certain that they were not
conversing merely about the present administrative structure,
but a divinely inspired and sustained institution with a glorious past.'^^ Luther thought that it was a rather shady past and
existential awareness of his

situation, in

—

flatly

denied that either church tradition, the councils, or the

pope were necessarily

infallible:

In rebuttal I brought up the Greek Christians during the past thousand years, and also the ancient church fathers, who had not been
under the authority of the Roman pontiff, although I did not deny
the primacy of honor due the pope. Finally we also debated the authority of a council. I publicly acknowledged that some articles had
been wrongly condemned [by the Council of Constance], articles
which had been taught in plain and clear words by Paul, Augustine, and even Christ himself. At this point the adder swelled up,
exaggerated my crime, and nearly went insane in his adulation of

the Leipzig audience.

Whether Luther was guilty of the crime of heresy or not,
modern Luther scholarship has recognized this as Luther’s dedeparture from a Roman Catholic understanding
of authority. Bernhard Lohse has noted: “At the Leipzig Debate in the summer of 1519 the central issue was the problem
of the church’s authority. Here Luther stated publicly for the
first time that pope and council may err and that several of
Hus’ articles were genuinely evangelical.
Luther’s argument was, then and subsequently, that a
church which introduces doctrinal abuses and persecutes its
critics who appeal to the authority of the Bible, has departed
from the apostolic tradition and Christ’s truth. It was in the
Bible that Luther had found the necessary corrective: the Word
cisive point of

Martin Luther
of

God was
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the ultimate authority, and it was so clear as well
it needed no authority above it to serve as an

as certain that
interpreter.
itself, i.e.,

The

best interpreter of Scripture was Scripture

sola Scriptura. Scripture alone.

The ancient argument has had its modern counterparts.
Thus on January 10, 1975 Hans Kiing argued: “Even according to Vatican

Word

of

God;

II
it

the teaching office does not stand above the
must serve the Word .. You ask me: By what
.

authority do you profess your opinions? My reply would have
to be: By the authority of the Word of God, which I as a
That was some four years before the
theologian must serve.
Vatican finally announced that Hans Kiing had ceased to be a
Catholic theologian! In the meantime, also in 1975, the German Bishop’s Conference issued a statement in which it declared:
.

.

.

the theologian can never alone finally

the ecclesial tradition,

if

favor of subjectively measured decisions
precisely the

make

the unity of the faith

Pope and the Bishops

a judgment about
is

not to be

lost in

The Church, and more

as the successors of Peter

and

the rest of the apostles, has been given the task by the Lord of
the Church and has been promised the grace which with careful
listening to the revelation to lay out in full power and, therefore
with obligation, the word of God. The “infallibility” of a universal
church, of the college of Bishops, and of the Pope serves no other
goal. It is not grounded other than in the promise of Jesus Christ
and in the working of his Spirit.

Facing a similar opposition, Luther had rejected the claims

meaning of authority. The positive meaning
was complex and therefore not as clear as has
been sometimes suggested. Erich Fromm has offered, for example, a familiar caricature: [Luther] “gave man independence
in religious matters;... he deprived the Church of her authority and gave it to the individual....
What Luther claimed
instead was that it is the Word of God which directly, without
the dependence on an earthly authority, convinces the hearer
of its truth.
And Luther assumed that he had understood
the Word of God correctly, but did not extend the same unof the traditional
of his decision

derstanding to others.
II

Therefore Lutherans owe an immense debt of gratitude to
the Zwinglians and the Anabaptists, as well as to many others
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within Protestantism, who soon enough began to disagree with
Luther and relied on the Bible in the process. We may note
that in the initial struggle with Roman Catholicism a deadlock
had been reached. The Catholic celebration of “Bible, tradition, and papacy” was countered by Luther and his followers

—

with “Scripture only”. Within this deadlock phase, Luther’s
position, while intentionally positive, could be quickly oversimplified and perceived as primarily negative: against the pope
and tradition! Now simplistic formulations have their own
charm and hence appeal. Over the centuries many Luther-

ans have found the vocal opposition against Rome as a kind
of unsophisticated beer-hall credo, that has been employed to
For Luther, against Rome
establish a Lutheran identity.
such was the posture and the book title of a virulently selfrighteous expression of Lutheranism. Of course, the word of
Martin Luther could be readily quoted in full support, e.g.: “I
have truly despised your see, the Roman Curia, which, however, neither you nor anyone else can deny is more corrupt
than any Babylon or Sodom ever was, and which, as far as I
can see, is characterized by a completely depraved, hopeless,
and notorious godlessness.

—

To

erect safeguards against such heretical outbursts of de-

pravity, on the Catholic side, as

it

has been noted by Yves Con-

gar, O.P., “a certain absolutist sense [was] given to authority

and obedience.” Indeed, “obedience [became] the fundamental
Observed R.A. Markus: “Obedience had become the
issue.
fundamental ecclesiastical virtue fons et origo omnium virtuas the bull in which Leo X excommunicated Luther put
turn

—

—

it.”60

These days the situation has changed. Within an authorLutheran perspective the following could be said: “In
the Catholic Church there is a renewed appreciation of the
privileged authority of Scripture. Scripture is the fount and
virtually all we know of the founding Tradition, and is moreover the primary witness to the gospel. Catholic theologians
now generally agree that there is no second source alongside
Scripture which witnesses to the original revelation.
But in the sixteenth century it was the interpretation of the
itative

Bible by other Protestants which quickly challenged Luther’s

monopoly on

sola Scriptura.

Hence

it

was

first in

an inner-

Martin Luther
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Protestant setting that Luther needed to devote specific atten-

meaning of authority. Of
course, Luther never distanced himself from the earlier affirmations of sola Scriptura. Yet he found it necessary to expand
his original vision. The following outline may indicate some of
tion to the further definition of the

the salient contours of this process.
First, in searching for the clearest ways to express the real
presence of Jesus Christ in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, Luther initially proceeded with biblical data which he

presented with the assistance of theological terminology that
had been developed in late nominalism. Subsequently Luther
sought to make use of exclusively biblical language only, but
came to recognize that his affirmations of real presence were
mistaken for a mere capernaitic (i.e., cannibalistic) form of
eating the flesh and drinking the blood of Christ. In the end
Luther made use not only of various prepositions, such as “in,
an approach already used by St. Thomas
under, and with”
Aquinas but also of more technical late nominalist vocabulary, e.g., when Luther spoke of the “repletive” presence of
Jesus Christ! In this way Luther exemplified that the sola
Scriptura norm applies to the content, but not necessarily to
the theological form of expression. And while primarily a student of the Bible, Luther recognized the value of systematic
theology. In subsequent generations Lutherans have been diligent at the recording of their faith in coherent structures. Indeed, there has been sufficient experience even to affirm that
the study of the Bible was intensified and deepened precisely
on account of systematic concerns.
Second, Luther experienced that for some central doctrines
the Bible did not provide a clear enough foundation. A case
in point was infant baptism. It was flatly rejected by the Anabaptists, who demanded nothing less than a clear text which
would command infant baptism!^^ It is here that Luther, having bravely appealed to all conceivably applicable texts, came
to value the infallibility of the church.®"^
Admittedly, this kind of infallibility was conceived rather
narrowly, without an intent to apply it to councils, popes, and
all tradition. Nevertheless, in essential matters for the survival
of the Church, Luther was prepared to assume the guidance
by the Holy Spirit, whether or not there was a specific scriptural text on hand to certify such guidance. Carl E. Braaten

—

—
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has noted that such an approach had also been very useful
“so
for retaining the doctrines of the Trinity and Christology
necessary to believe for salvation, as stated by the Athanasian
Creed” and yet “not found in the Bible as such.”^^
Third, Luther at times sought to rely on a modified version of the ancient argument for the consensus gentium as the
proof of truth. Vincent of Lerins (d.c. 450) had adapted the
Stoic insight for the Early Church with a dash of insight and
unforgettable exuberance: “Moreover, in the Catholic Church
itself, all possible care must be taken, that we hold that faith
which has been believed everywhere, always, by all. For that
is truly and in the strictest sense ‘Catholic,’ which as the name
itself and the reason of the thing declare, comprehends all
universality.”^^ Later conciliarists pursued in more depth the
process of a consensus gathering by way of ecclesial councils.®'^
Luther’s own earlier hopes for a conciliar solution having been
frustrated, he rejected the validity of any gathering which
would be presided over by the pope.^^ The matter was quite
otherwise in Wittenberg. Here divergent opinions could be
probed, discussed, and finally evaluated. Luther’s best friend
and Co-worker Philipp Melanchthon formulated the concept of
It is not inappropriate to rea “consensus of the prophets.
gard the Book of Concord as the fruition of such consensual

—

thinking.
Yet, while the broad-brushstroke guidance of the

Concord may be
be assumed that

at times of the greatest importance,

it

Book of
cannot

the numerous instances where the Confessions interpret the Bible with exemplary accuracy,^^ nothing
in

has happened in the last 400 years, and additional insights are
not needed. More precisely, while the Confessions may serve as
a guide for many past issues, ^2 they do not always provide the
best answers for several contemporary problems. To treat the
Confessions with an attitude of expectation that they would
necessarily answer all modern problems is to sadly mistreat

them!
Fourth, Luther himself very clearly recognized that his own
wrestling with the truth often was not done in a highly systematic manner.
He noted: “They are trying to make me into
a fixed star. I am an irregular planet.”^"* The reference may
not so much suggest disorder as a selectivity of coverage. And
at the root of this observation may be found Luther’s view of

^

:
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himself as a prophet called by

Cod

to

speak to specific situa-

tions rather than lo carve out a solid system of total theology.

He wrote

in

And even

1521

it were true that I had set myself up all alone, that
would be no excuse for their conduct. Who knows? God may have
called me and raised me up to be everybody’s teacher]. They ought

if

I

to be afraid lest they despise

God

in

me.

Do we

not read

in

the

Old Testament that God generally raised up only one prophet at a
time? Moses was alone during the exodus from Egypt. Elijah wcls
alone in King Ahab’s day. After him, Elisha stood alone. Isaiah
was alone in Jerusalem, Hosea alone in Israel, Jeremiah alone in
Judea, Ezekiel alone in Babylon, and so it went.^^

Even in his old age Luther did not hesitate to underscore
the insight that at times God supplies specially gifted people,
the so-called Wundermdnner who speak to the specific needs
and with extraordinary gifts of insight accomplish
God’s purposes through ways and means not envisioned by the
majority.^^ In seeing himself as God’s special envoy, prophet^^
and Wundermann in one, Luther at times simply assumed an
authority in decision-making,^^ yet never claimed to have received any new revelations. Luther’s prophetic insight was,
strictly speaking, the clarity and certainty
with which he proceeded to interpret the Holy Scriptures. At the same time, the
theology of the cross in general®^ and personal tribulations, the
so-called Anfechtungen^^ in particular, guarded, warned, and
guided the prophet. While the prophet continues to remain
human and fallible, his faith is a daily matter of courageous
risk. Although he hopes to proclaim the true will of God discussed in the Holy Scriptures, he can err, and in erring lead
others into damnation.
Hence the prophetic responsibility is
awesome and weighty. Yet when God calls, the person of faith
cannot and will not refuse!
In summary it may be stated that Luther's understanding
of the time,

of authority

may be

presented

in

intensity. In the very centre itself

terms of concentric circles of
is

indeed the Bible; in the sec-

ond place, the traditional dogmas of the Early Church; thirdly,
Luther’s interpretation; and finally, the consensual theology of
the University of Wittenberg.

Transposed to the

more limited

level of laity,

this

often

meant a

far

definition of authority, viz. the obedience to the

Lutheran tradition. Melanchthon’s summary of

its

key ingre-
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dienls

is

memorable: a Christian

is

a person wlio has been bap-

who believes the creed, who comes
and who obeys the pastor!^'^
tized,

to the Lord's Supper,

Ill
It should not be overlooked that in the early Lutheran understanding of authority Luther’s own role was significant in
at least two regards: Luther, the founder of the tradition, had
now significantly contributed to the direction of its further development. With Luther’s departure from the scene there was
a definite need to re-shape the Lutheran understanding of authority. Had Luther been aware of such an eventual necessity?
We may note that in regard to the future, Luther expressed
profound worries as well as recorded his continuous reliance
on God. Luther was aware of the insecurity of all life. On
one occasion Luther commented: “The world is like a drunken
peasant. If you lift him into the saddle on one side, he will
fall off on the other side. One can’t help him, no matter how
one tries. He wants to be the devil’s.”®^ Similarly, Luther’s
numerous statements about the devil and the demons, as well
as about the Antichrist and papacy,®^ when demythologized,
suggest Luther’s vision of a certainly collapsing world in which
evil runs rampant.
We read in the Table Talk the following
characteristic statement:

Luther and Melanchthon had supped together in the former’s home
They spoke at length and sorrowfully about
future times, when there would be many teachers. “There will be
great confusion |said Luther]. Nobody will conform with another
man’s opinions or submit to his authority. Everybody will want to
be his own rabbi, as Osiander and Agricola do now, and the greatest
offenses and divisions will arise from this.”®^
after a deposition.

Yet

if

Luther was aware of what might happen, why did he

make more of an effort further to develop
authority? The answer must be that Luther
some very positive signs which reassured him.
not

the doctrine of
also recognized

Namely, Luther really looked toward the future with profound confidence. He was sincerely convinced that the end of
the world was very near at hand.^^ Then all the earthly forms
of government and the structures of ecclesial administration
would immediately become obsolete. In the New Jerusalem
there would be no need for them
and therefore no need for a

—
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doctrine of authority. Hence all formulations of the doctrine of
authority done at the present time were distinctively temporary, something like a scaffolding which is indispensible while
the building is in progress, and totally useless once the edifice

completed.
Consequently Luther’s contribution for a world that has
lasted much longer than he ever expected has some limitations.
At least two of them are major. First, while initially encouraging every Christian to become a Bible reader and interpreter,
Luther soon enough subordinated the individual’s understanding to the authority of the emerging Lutheran Church. This
Church, while freed from subjection to the papacy, became
subjected to or at least enmeshed in the structures of the secular authority. While Luther defended the principle of the
primary loyalty to God and recognized the possibility for the
need of disobedience to secular powers, he had not thought out
nor suggested any structures within which such a disobedience
could take place.
Second, Luther’s initial and continuing opposition to Roman Catholicism as he knew it in his own time has often left
the impression that the problem of authority can be solved and
indeed has been solved by a mere opposition to Rome. “The
Bible versus the pope” has consequently been regarded by all
too many Lutherans as the essential ingredient for a successful
Lutheran understanding of the meaning of authority. While
the Lutheran Church of later generations has also at times
needed to secure its identity by opposition, the deepest convictions of the Christian faith need to be based on a positive
rather than onesidedly negative understanding of authority.
This task was not accomplished in the sixteenth century and
has been left for the Lutherans of later ages.
At the same time, it can be stated with confidence that
Luther’s main point was both powerful and clear. On the day
before he died, Luther had jotted down a characteristic comment: “We are beggars. That is true.”^® With sincere faith
and deep religious insight, Luther perceived that in the final
analysis we were always without merit, and hence receivers.
Grace as the decisive step from God to humankind in the incarnation and salvific work of Jesus Christ is the very source
of our existence and the ground of all authority. Now Christ’s
definition of authority differed remarkably from the authority
is
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as defined in the world:

not by superiority.

We

was to be expressed by
read in John 13:12-15:
it

When

he had washed their

sumed

his place, he said to

service,

and

feet, and taken his garments, and rethem, “Do you know what I have done
to you? You call me Teacher and Lord; and you are right, for so
If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet,
I am.
you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an
example, that you also should do as I have done to you.”

The example, of course, cannot be limited to a liturgical
form, but refers to life’s very substance. Nor was Luther suggesting that we should give up our several occupations and
literally become beggars. Luther was, however, referring to
humility as the life-style of the believer, because only in authentic humility as receivers do we recognize that ultimately
all authority belongs to God, and that by his unmerited grace
we are no more than his servants.
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